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The papers in this Special Issue of Trends in Food Science and Technology are 
drawn from research projects funded by the UK research councils’ Rural Economy 
and Land Use Programme (RELU). A central premise of RELU is that the salient 
challenges facing food chains cut across disciplinary boundaries and that 
interdisciplinary research, involving the social and natural sciences, is required as a 
basis for sustainable development.  
 
The programme is the outcome of an unprecedented collaboration between three of 
the UK’s research councils (Economic and Social Research Council, Natural 
Environment Research Council and Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research 
Council)1. Previously, the links between the bio-science, environmental and social 
science communities in food chain research had been weak, which arguably limited 
their ability to respond effectively to cross-cutting issues of critical importance.  With 
500 researchers from across 40 natural and social science disciplines, the 
programme therefore represents a significant departure from past research efforts. 
Every one of RELU’s 29 research projects is interdisciplinary, involving social and 
natural scientists.  
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 RELU is funded jointly by these research councils, with additional funding from the Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and the Scottish Government. 
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By requiring joint problem setting and mutual learning, interdisciplinary research 
helps to overcome fragmented perspectives and the partiality that can arise when 
natural scientists make naïve assumptions about the social world or social scientists 
make naïve assumptions about the natural world. In casting technical research within 
a social and economic framework the approach also holds the promise for coupled 
socio-technical innovation, i.e. technological innovation that facilitates and works with 
the grain of social change and social and environmental adaptation which creatively 
exploits technological opportunities. The complex requirements of sustainable 
development mean that technological solutions on their own will not suffice – they 
must be responsive to consumer demands and sensitive to the social and economic 
contexts in which they are to be applied. Effective technological change moreover 
may release human potential and may be dependent on behavioural and institutional 
adaptations within social, political and economic systems. 
 
Within the RELU programme natural scientists are finding working with social 
scientists to be a productive experience in helping to place their own research in its 
socio-economic context. In the words of one RELU microbiologist / entomologist, 
“social scientists have enabled us to consider the bigger picture”2. Collaboration with 
social scientists is seen as helping to set fresh agendas commanding public and 
stakeholder support and to deliver science in a more useable form, thus enabling it to 
achieve “longer and more effective reach” (RELU crop scientist). Scientists are 
thereby becoming “much more aware than previously of the subtleties and 
complexities of the social issues and the potential role/need for social science-based 
research to help specify exactly what should (or should not) be studied (and how)” 
(RELU plant biochemist / physiologist). 
 
The research funders too are acknowledging the gains to be made from 
interdisciplinary research involving collaboration between social and natural 
scientists, not only in finessing the potential applicability of research but also in 
focusing its strategic direction. The Sustainable Agriculture Panel of the UK’s 
Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council, for example, has 
recognised “the potential value of - and the need for - inputs from the social sciences 
to enhance the relevance and reach of agricultural research supported by BBSRC, 
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 This and subsequent quotes come from a survey of bi
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and to extend its impact on policy and practice.  … [T]here is a need for societal and 
economic issues to be considered also at the other (BBSRC’s) end of the spectrum, 
in the design and development of interdisciplinary programmes of strategic and basic 
research, where social science potentially has a role to play, for example, in 
contributing to the framing of research questions relevant to policy or practice”.3 
 
In the special issue we explore the case for a strategic approach to research on 
sustainable food chains, combining social and technical perspectives. The broad 
case for such an approach is set out by Lowe et al. It is clear that farming crises, 
chronic health risks, food safety scares, and resource and habitat depletion have 
evoked considerable mistrust of the science and technology underpinning food 
chains and have been associated with an assertion of consumer/public interest not 
only in what food is produced but also how it is produced, stretching along the food 
chain. Biological advances may well be expanding potential to produce nutritious 
food in a sustainable manner, but it is social and economic factors that will determine 
the uptake and value of this research. This points to a need for collaboration between 
social and natural scientists around major food chain challenges. The remaining 
papers in the collection address three of these: food chain risk, diet and health, and 
the sourcing and environmental sustainability of food production. 
 
Food chain risk is a key focus of the special issue. From field to farm to fork, risk is 
an inherent feature of the food chain. Risk issues range from contamination of water 
sources by farm run-off, to consumers’ concerns over food safety and the means for 
improving tools for assessing and managing food chain risks.  The paper by 
Shepherd draws on insights from psychology and food science to emphasise how 
dealing with food risk is more than a purely technical task. The way in which food 
chain risks are managed is considered critical. The paper reviews the case for a 
participatory approach for incorporating stakeholder and public preferences in the 
design and implementation of risk assessment, management and communication 
techniques, arguing that this is crucial in the mitigation of risks. Chadwick et al., a 
team of human and physical geographers and environmental chemists, also 
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 Paper from Sustainable Agriculture Strategy Panel to BBSRC Strategy Board. Interaction Between 
the Natural and Social Sciences in Sustainable Agriculture Research - Opportunities and Challenges 
for BBSRC. June 2007. 
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demonstrate the importance of incorporating a social science perspective in their 
review of the risks of transfer of pathogenic organisms to water courses from 
livestock waste management practices. Here an interdisciplinary approach is seen as 
an essential basis for integrating both social and physical considerations in risk 
evaluation and mitigation. 
 
Diet and health also feature as a prominent theme in the special issue. Concern with 
diet and health is moving the subject of nutrition much higher up the policy agenda. 
Traill et al. draw on insights ranging from economics and consumer science to animal 
science and human nutrition, to consider the implications for production systems and 
technologies of consumers’ demanding more nutritious and wholesome foods.  
Similarly, in exploring the potential commercial viability of new aquaculture 
production systems as a diversification option for farmers, Little et al. draw on fish 
biology and marketing expertise to show the fundamental importance of taking on 
board both consumer demand as well as financial and social factors on the farm in 
assessing the feasibility of new production systems. 
 
Finally, the special issue picks up on the growing public concern over the provenance 
and environmental sustainability of food production. Such shifts in attitude have 
potentially major implications for rural economy and land use. Arguments for a 
reduction in ‘food miles’ are reviewed by Edwards-Jones et al, drawing on expertise 
ranging from economics to ecology and soil science. Their review reveals complex 
environmental and socio-economic trade-offs.  They cast serious doubt on the state 
of evidence that would support the hypothesis that local food is better than non-local 
food. Chandler et al. consider the limited uptake of biological alternatives to the use 
of chemical pesticides in the food chain. Drawing on comparative international 
experience and insights from political science, entomology and microbiology they 
reveal the importance of the regulatory system in facilitating particular forms of 
innovation in pesticide technology whilst inhibiting the development of others. This 
example highlights very well the need for coupled socio-technical innovation in 
developing the biopesticides sector. 
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